
Chapter 3: How to Climb Mount Fuji (at Your Earliest Convenience): A Non-

Representational Approach 

 

Phillip Vannini 

 

I am no climber. Though I deeply respect and sometimes even admire the brave souls that put 

their lives on the line for the sake of mountaineering glory and obsessive goal-achievement, I 

have always enjoyed my mountains better from the comfortable distance of a beer-serving hut 

conveniently located half-way up a slope. This probably has a lot to do with my background. I 

grew up near the Italian Dolomites and every summer my parents, friends, and I would hike and 

enjoy Alpine trails almost daily. Our trips were always a perfect combination of onus and 

pleasure. We would never willingly endure risk, sacrifice, or serious challenges. We made sure 

to stay close to our cozy cottage on days when the skies were cloudy, and even on the sunniest 

stretches of weather we would carefully plan our outings in order to be back home by dark, just 

in time for supper. While our walks might have been long at times, our backpacks would always 

be filled with delicious picnic treats and our canteens would be replenished with good-tasting 

spring water at every clean creek we crossed. And we nearly always made sure to stop for ice 

cream on the way home. 

 One year ago at the age of 40, for reasons I still cannot fully comprehend, three friends 

and I decided to trek the famed West Coast Trail: a 75km-long wilderness trail spanning a 

rugged section of Vancouver Island’s famed southwest coast. As customary for the trek we 

packed all of our camping gear and food supplies for six days, equipped ourselves with all the 

necessary safety accessories, did a lot of background research and prepared to deal with the 



weather. Though as a child I would have had a difficult time evoking my experience in words, 

both my youthful Alpine hikes and my middle-aged West Coast adventure could unsurprisingly 

be qualified as exhilaratingly serene, peaceful, and sublime in the traditional Romantic sense (see 

Olafsdottir 2011).  

 Reinvigorated by the simple pleasures of hiking and by a fully-renewed sense of 

mountaineering self-efficacy, only one month after my Vancouver Island trek I set my sights for 

the summit of Mount Fuji. An easy-to-reach trailhead just a couple of hours away from 

Yokohama—where I happened to find myself for the 2014 International Sociological 

Association Conference—Mount Fuji promised little in terms of glory but lots of potential good 

memories as well as an invaluable theoretical lesson in terms of atmosphere: the subject of this 

writing. In what follows I will explain what environmental atmospheres are and reflect on the 

value of non-representational theory to describe and understand them.   

 

Non-Representational Theory and Research at a Glance  

In order to better understand the three central foci of this essay, the concept of atmosphere, the 

notion of convenience, and the practice of hiking I want to turn to non-representational theory. 

Non-representational theory (or “more-than-representational” theory; see Lorimer 2005) is one 

of the day’s most influential theoretical perspectives. Non-representational theory is a mosaic of 

interpretive concepts borrowed from fields as different as performance studies, material culture 

studies, science and technology studies, contemporary continental philosophy, political ecology, 

cultural geographies, ecological anthropology, biological philosophy, cultural studies, the 

sociology of the body and emotions, and the sociology and anthropology of the senses—only to 

name a few. As Lorimer (2005, 83) concisely puts it “non-representational theory is an umbrella 



term for diverse work that seeks to better cope with our self-evidently more-than-human, more-

than-textual, multisensual worlds.”  

Theoretically, nonrepresentational theory stands as a synthesizing effort to amalgamate 

diverse but interrelated theoretical perspectives such as actor-network theory, biological 

philosophy, neomaterialism, process philosophy, speculative realism, social ecology, 

performance theory, post-structuralist feminism, critical theory, post-phenomenology, and 

pragmatism. Due to its eclectic character it is quite difficult to summarize non-representational 

theory’s ideas succinctly. Thrift’s (2008) work is helpful in this regard. Thrift outlines seven core 

principles, or ideal qualities, of nonrepresentational theory. I do not have space to discuss them 

all in depth, so I will only present four: those that most closely pertain to the subject matter of 

this essay and book. 

According to Thrift, nonrepresentational theory’s first tenet is to “capture the ‘onflow’ . . 

. of everyday life” (2008, 5). Life, like a single climb, is movement. Movements of all kinds, like 

hiking and climbing, are profoundly social activities which are both perceptive of the world and 

generative and transformative of it (Ingold 2011). Life is a becoming unfolding in time and space 

which is moved by the “desire to do more than simply squeeze meaning from the world” (Thrift 

2008, 5). Nonrepresentational theory rejects the cognitive tendencies of radical empiricism, 

representational identity politics, and the constructionist and postmodern obsession with 

deconstructing textual meaning (Lorimer 2005).  

Second, nonrepresentational theory concerns itself with action—no matter how simple 

and ordinary, like sleeping in a tent for example. Non-representational theorists are suspicious of 

all attempts to attach meaning to inert things and to uncover symbolic meaning where other, 

more practical forms of meaning or even no meaning at all exist. As Lorimer (2005, 84) puts it: 



The focus falls on how life takes shape and gains expression in shared experiences, 

everyday routines, fleeting encounters, embodied movements, precognitive triggers, 

practical skills, affective intensities, enduring urges, unexceptional interactions and 

sensuous dispositions. Attention to these kinds of expression, it is contended, offers an 

escape from the established academic habit of striving to uncover meanings and values 

that apparently await our discovery, interpretation, judgement and ultimate 

representation.  

Third, nonrepresentational theory is built on the principle of relational materialism. 

Material objects—like mountain huts—are no mere props for human performance but parts and 

parcel of hybrid assemblages endowed with diffused personhood and relational agency. In this 

sense material objects, or things, are to be given the same importance and attention that is given 

to their human companions. Things “circulate, mix with one another, solidify and dissolve in the 

formation of more or less enduring things,” writes Ingold (2011, 16). Things are not just 

symbolic objects; things are what they do. It is through their qualities, movements, and force that 

they exert their life. 

And fourth, non-representational theory stresses the importance of bodies. Bodies are 

important because of their affective capacities. Affects are “properties, competencies, modalities, 

energies, attunements, arrangements and intensities of differing texture, temporality, velocity and 

spatiality, that act on bodies, are produced through bodies and transmitted by bodies” (Lorimer 

2008, 552). Non-representational theory’s attention to affect and its derivatives—moods, 

passions, emotions, intensities, and feelings (Anderson 2006)—transcends the human, focusing 

on relations amidst inanimate objects, living non-human matter, place, ephemeral phenomena, 

events, technologies and much more (McCormack 2006).  



Nonrepresentational theory’s tenets are meant to sensitize social scientists to the fact that 

“they are there to hear the world and make sure that it can speak back, just as much as they are 

there to produce wild ideas,” “to render the world problematic by elaborating questions,” and to 

open research and theorizing to “more action, more imagination, more light, more fun, even” 

(Thrift 2008, 18–20).  But, to begin with, what exactly do non-representationalists do? In my 

opinion, non-representational research is better equipped to tackle—amongst a few others—the 

following subjects. 

 Firstly, non-representational research concentrates on events. Events are happenings, 

unfoldings, and occurrences with a clear temporal structure, just like a climb. Events bring forth 

drama and conflict, uncertainties and ways of thinking, subjectivities, differences, and repetitions 

(Dewsbury 2000). Events are indeterminate, excessive, and irretrievable (Dewsbury 2000) affairs 

whose unfolding allows us to grasp the structures of change and the dynamics of stability 

(Massumi 2002). Accidents, predicaments, advents, transactions, adventures, appearances, turns, 

calamities, proceedings, celebrations, mishaps, phenomena, ceremonies, coincidences, crises, 

emergencies, episodes, junctures, milestones, becomings, miracles, occasions, chances, triumphs 

and many more events all equally reveal “the contingency of orders to morph into an explicit 

concern with the new, and with the chances of invention and creativity” (Anderson and Harrison 

2010, 19).  

 Secondly, non-representational research focuses on the study of relations. Non-

representational researchers believe that life arises from the entanglement of actors—human and 

non-human animals, organic matter, and material objects—with one another. Inspired by actor-

network-theory (e.g. Law and Hassard 1999), knowledge on assemblages (DeLanda 2006) and 

meshworks (Ingold 2011) non-representational researchers study not units in controlled isolation 



but rather the vital processes through which relations take place. A relational view of the 

lifeworld zeros in on ecological crossroads “where many different things gather, not just 

deliberative humans, but a diverse range of actors and forces, some of which we know about, 

some not, and some of which may be just on the edge of awareness” (Anderson and Harrison 

2010, 10). A climb occurring alongside other people and things is an example of a relation.   

 Thirdly, non-representational research focuses on doings. The non-representational 

attention to practices—from the most mundane and routine such as walking to the most 

ritualized—stands in sharp contrast to other perspectives’ preoccupation with socio-structural 

macro forces or individuals’ “internal” states of mind like thoughts, ideas, motivations, drives, 

values, beliefs, traits, and attitudes. Non-representational researchers examine thought 

exclusively in action, concentrating on un-reflexive, semi-reflexive, un-introspective, pre-

objective, and habitual actions and interactions—like camping out, or sojourning in a mountain 

hut. 

Fourthly, non-representational research analyzes affective resonances. Affect is a pull and 

a push, an intensity of feeling, a sensation, a passion, an atmosphere, an urge, a mood, a drive. 

Affect is embodied but not coterminous with the body. Non-representational researchers find 

much wanting in the constructivist techniques of “reading” the human body and its endless 

representations in various media as if it were a text. Moreover, non-representational students of 

affect prefer to study the unsaid and the barely sayable (see McCormack 2002; Stewart 2007). 

Thus, non-representational researchers examine affect as a capacity; the body’s capacity to be 

moved and be affected, and the body’s capacity to move and affect other people and other things.  

 Lastly, non-representational researchers are keen on examining backgrounds. 

Backgrounds are the sites that fall outside of common awareness, the atmospheres we take for 



granted, and the places in which habitual dispositions regularly unfold. Anderson and Harrison 

(2010, 8) explain that a background is the backdrop “against which particular things show up and 

take on significance: a mobile but more or less stable ensemble of practices, involvements, 

relations, capacities, tendencies, and affordances.” Backgrounds are the trails our wayfinding 

weaves (Ingold 2011), the knowledge our doings enact, the gatherings, the homes, the towns, and 

the spaces where ordinary affects pervade our bodies (Stewart 2007). Backgrounds are made up 

and “open to intervention, manipulation, and innovation” as well as “colonisation, domination, 

control, cultivation, and intervention” (Anderson and Harrison 2010, 10-11).  

 

n atmosphere of convenience 

At 3,776m (12,388 feet) Mount Fuji is Japan’s tallest mountain. It’s also its most venerated. 

Fujisan, as it is respectfully called in Japanese, has inspired countless generations of poets, 

painters, and common Japanese folk with its mist-shrouded, iconic volcanic shape mightily 

overlooking some of Japan’s most populated cities, including Tokyo. But while popular pictorial 

depictions and poetic words punctually celebrate Mount Fuji as a majestic oasis of sublime 

serenity, modern day Mount Fuji is more of a tourist mecca for time-challenged weekend hikers. 

Every year during July and August—the short season when the four trails to the top are officially 

open—approximately no fewer than 200,000 people attempt the ascent. Broken down in average 

numbers this means that about 22,000 people will be on Mount Fuji’s slope every summer week, 

with most of those people concentrated during weekends, and especially holiday weekends. Un-

reflexively, I planned my climbing event precisely for one of those dates.  

 One month earlier, reaching the West Coast trailhead had meant having to wait for a 

bloke called Mike to give me and my three friends a ride across the Gordon River on his dinghy 



boat. Things were different in Tokyo. Once I selected which one of the dozen Keio Express daily 

buses leaving Shinjuku station best suited my busy conference week schedule, all I had to do was 

step inside a Lawson’s convenience store (Japan’s answer to 7-11) and grab some cookies and a 

bottle of Pocari Sweat (Japan’s Gatorade); handy refreshments for the 2 and ½ half hour bus ride 

to Kawaguchiko’s Subaru Line 5th station.  

Mount Fuji’s summit can be reached via four trails, one on the northern slope, one on the 

southern, one on the western, and one on the eastern. Each trail is divided into “stations,” with 

the first station located at the very bottom of the mountain, and the ninth station being the closest 

to the summit. A station is an assemblage of different facilities. Fifth stations are by far the 

largest, as they are the places from whence most people depart. Typically found at the end of a 

paved road, fifths stations like the one at Kawaguchiko are home to bus terminals, parking lots, 

restaurants, cafeterias, and coffee shops, as well as convenience stores, souvenir and outdoor 

apparel stores, as well as accommodations and other tourist facilities. Lower and upper stations, 

normally only reached by foot, are miniature versions of fifth stations. The smallest may include 

as little as a single mountain hut, which also serves as a small convenience store, bathroom stop, 

and cafeteria. 

The weather can be unpredictable on Mount Fuji. Having done my due diligence I 

stepped off my bus at the Kawaguchiko Subaru Fifth Station prepared in full rain gear and ankle-

high climbing boots—warm, comfortable, and ready to head out in the torrential downpour. I 

need not have worried so much about proper packing, as remarkably well-stocked rental services 

conveniently equipped weekend hikers with everything they could wish for: from boots and 

walking sticks to backpacks and oxygen bottles. My wondering gaze lingered especially on the 

latter, not without a great deal of curiosity. Nonetheless, un-assisted (by either supplementary 



oxygen or last-minute rental gear) I paid my modest park entry fee, kindly refused the gratuitous 

offer of a map, and set off at 1:50pm.  

No self-respecting hiker starts out at two o’clock in the afternoon, I know (without a map 

to boot), but like I said I had done my due diligence. I knew very well that it normally takes 

about six-to-eight hours to summit Mount Fuji from the 2,305m altitude of the Kawaguchiko 

Fifth Station. And I knew that—just like when I was a little kid—I could rest assured I would 

conveniently stop by supper time, at the eight station, and get some shut-eye there too. I also 

knew that by turning in early and waking up around 1:00am I could summit by sunrise—a ritual 

absolutely de rigueur for me and my 10,000 nameless companions. And of course I had planned 

my rations accordingly too: a Mars bar at the sixth station, some more cold Pocari Sweat at the 

seventh station, and whatever else I needed could be purchased at the eight station after dinner. 

My biggest worry in all this, really, was to get decent-enough quality footage to accompany this 

chapter. Shot with a Fuji Film and a GoPro Hero 3 the video can be seen at: 

https://vimeo.com/101804153. As my limited word allowance here does not let me engage in 

much ethnographic description, I encourage you to watch the five minute montage for a sense of 

what I cannot fully describe here. 

And that is my sense of the mountain’s atmosphere. We can think of an atmosphere as 

the feel of a place, its affective “vibe,” or character. More precisely an atmosphere is a place’s 

transpersonal affective intensity (Anderson 2009; Bissell 2010; McCormack 2008; Stewart 

2011). Atmospheres “emanate from the ensemble of elements” that make up a place—elements 

that are constantly being transformed and “taken up and reworked in lived experience” 

(Anderson 2009, 79). Two forces in particular contribute to the formation of an atmosphere. First 

are the bodily practices of those who dwell within a place, even temporarily. Atmospheres “arise 

https://vimeo.com/101804153


within the current of their [dwellers’] involved activity, in the specific relational contexts of their 

practical engagement with their surroundings” (see Ingold 2000, 186). And second are the 

assemblages of material objects present in an environment, objects that become entangled in 

complex meshworks with people and other objects (Ingold 2010). Atmospheres are fleeting, 

nuanced, and somewhat ineffable—always escaping a clear grasp (McCormack 2008). 

Nonetheless atmospheres are also quite palpable in ways that often transcend words 

(McCormack 2008).  

An easy way to portray the atmosphere on Mount Fuji that weekend might be to contrast 

it with what I had experienced earlier in the spring on the West Coast Trail. Over six days of 

walking my friends and I had encountered about sixty different individuals; roughly an average 

of a dozen a day or in other words an average of less than one person per every kilometer. While 

the camaraderie and companionship within our group was strong, the atmosphere of the place 

was characterized by a distinct sense of peace, stillness, quiet, and solitude. In comparison, the 

atmosphere on Mount Fuji was frantic, busy, loud, and chaotically urban-like—albeit, in a 

typically Japanese fashion, also very orderly and organized. In other words, whereas on the West 

Coast Trail my friends and I had always felt the need to be mindful, in control, and cautiously 

reflexive about our navigational choices, on Mount Fuji I felt largely irresponsible of my own 

movement, as if the crowded trail were a conduit I simply had to flow within. It was as if there 

was almost no “wayfinding” to be done on the mountain. 

Wayfinding is a type of improvised, learn-as-you-go, exploratory movement that depends 

upon the attunement of a traveller’s movements in response to her surroundings (Ingold 2000, 

242). Wayfinding is not just about finding your way, of course, but more broadly about drawing 

upon past experience, ongoing mindfulness, and local knowledge in order to tackle challenges 



“on the fly” (see Mullins 2009). The idea of wayfinding prompts us to pay attention to the 

sensuous dimensions of an atmosphere. In her fieldwork among mountaineers in Scotland, Lund 

(2005), for example, reflected on the ways in which walking and climbing as kinetic and tactile 

practices directly contributed to the formation of a landscape. A mountaineer getting to know the 

landscape, Lund (2005) observed, is also a mountaineer learning to know oneself. Reflexive 

awareness and knowledge of place are therefore an “ongoing sensual dialogue between the 

surroundings and the self” (Lund 2005, 29). While Lund’s observations are easily extrapolated to 

my West Coast Trail experience, on Mount Fuji my internal dialogue was almost mute.  

Take my relation with the weather, for example. The heavy rain stopped about one hour 

after I started to walk, though for another couple of hours short-lived showers of warm mist 

made their way down from the sky. I mention the wet weather because for most of the afternoon 

I vividly recall preoccupying myself with making an obsessive mental census of the various 

brands of backpack rain covers in front of my face. After all, that’s all I could do. Stuck in an 

uninterrupted line-up while crawling up the mountain at a snail’s pace, and unable to overtake 

anyone due to the width of the crowd and the narrowness of the trail, observations of the Osprey 

eagle logo and competing backpack cover brands made up most of my internal dialogue. Rather 

than immersed in wayfinding I found myself people-watching, promenading along the way on 

automatic pilot as if I was an urban flanêur. The differences between a typically urban and 

mountain atmosphere had blurred, and while I am perfectly aware that wayfinding can and does 

take place on city streets, too, I am also convinced that the atmospheres of the two places and the 

types of wayfinding they are marked by are normally quite different. Not so much on Mount 

Fuji.     



Stations six and station seven both unevenly sprawled across the steep mountain slope in 

a terrace-like fashion, with closely-clustered huts nearly overhanging each other. I stopped at 

both stations for a few minutes, not so much to rest from physical fatigue but to recuperate from 

the visual exhaustion brought on by having to ensure that my stride wouldn’t cause me to trip on 

the feet of the person ahead of me. Stopping for a few minutes was also a chance to talk with 

people. I had to laugh when a California-born GI—together with colleagues on a weekend off 

from their Okinawa base—remarked to me that station seven felt just like Shinjuku Station. 

There was a lot of truth in that exaggeration—which I later tried to depict in my video. When my 

conversation with the sergeant was over, I stood up from my improvised seat on the boardwalk 

floor, waited for a break in traffic to zip across to the convenience store, and bought more Pocari 

Sweat. I paid a few Yen to use the washroom (after waiting in line for ten minutes), and then 

joined again the hiking line-up.  

At six o’clock, as planned, I finally reached station eight, provided one of the dozen staff 

with my credit card, and unloaded my backpack off my shoulders. On the West Coast Trail 

turning in for the night had meant rolling out our sleeping mats, setting up tent, lighting a fire, 

scrounging some food from our constantly-dwindling supplies, and finally crashing for the night 

in our sleeping bags. My relation with place was different at Mount Fuji’s Subaru Line Eight 

Station. Capable of accommodating 400 pax, the three-storey wooden lodge was no embodiment 

of luxury or comfort, but rather a quintessential manifestation of convenience. A set dinner 

course (chicken curry, rice, green tea) was provided in the small dining lounge in successive 

turns every twenty minutes (with my shift punctually carried out for the scheduled 6:40-7:00 

slot). Additional drinks, alcoholic beverages, and snacks were not included in the set price for 

food and lodging (roughly $100) but could be easily bought in the lobby and store. Additional 



convenience items (toiletries, hiking supplies, oxygen bottles) were also for sale—pricier than 

they would have been at Shinjuku, but of similar quality. As for the bed, in order to maximize 

space usage, the lodge staff had organized open sections of floor space into common sleeping 

areas. A single body could occupy one seven feet-long by four feet-wide tatami mat, and an extra 

one-half of a tatami mat could be used to lay down one’s backpack. Check out time—and I must 

say I do not recall ever seeing posted check-out time signs in West Coast Trail designated camp 

sites—was inflexibly set for 5:00am.   

While others around me might have perceived a sense of adventure—after all, a family’s 

picnic ground might very well be another family’s wilderness (see Nash 1982)—the atmosphere 

I detected was one of convenience. Convenience is synonymous with lack of complications and a 

lifestyle made easy by countless consumer products and commercial services (Shove 2003; 

Warde 1999). A cursory analysis of the usage of the word in common parlance reveals that 

convenience—as its use has evolved within consumer culture (Crowley 2001; Khamis 2009)—is 

essentially an assemblage of values such as accessibility, availability, affordability, speed and 

ease. The convenience store with its many convenience foods provides a good example. And so 

does the motel with its drive-in functionality, inexpensive lodging, and predictable and 

transparent service. Backcountry and mountain huts are also meant to be convenient. How 

convenient they are and the precise way in which their convenience is assembled says a lot about 

the atmosphere of a place. Back on the West Coast Trail lodging convenience had meant 

primitive campsites featuring a waterless outhouse, a bear-proof latch-equipped wooden box to 

store food overnight, and dry ground located higher than the highest possible tide level. Research 

from New Zealand points to a similar Spartan quality of wilderness huts (Kearns and Fagan 

2014).  



The different meaning of convenience in Japanese culture, however, resulted in a 

different lodging atmosphere entirely.  Japanese consumer culture and society are well known for 

their concern with convenience (Knight 2010). The thirst for convenience is arguably the 

outcome of a growing ethos of “instant gratification” in Japan (Iwao 1990, 45). Commenting on 

convenience stores, Ishikawa and Nejo (2002) argue that convenience is crucial in Japan, largely 

due to the time-saving value of efficient planning and one-stop shopping for a busy population. 

Travel and leisure are, of course, not exempt from this. Japanese people are known for their 

punctuality and high-speed mobility in a variety of everyday life spheres ranging from public 

transportation to walking speed (Levine 2006). Japanese sightseeing tours—such as those that 

led the great majority of Japanese hikers up Mount Fuji—are therefore highly-programmed and 

condensed events with little or no spare time for unscheduled detours. It is no accident that the 

atmosphere on Mount Fuji felt busy, intensive, and industrious as these are precisely the most 

typical affective characteristics of the atmospheres of Japanese holidays (Horne 1998; Knight 

2010). As Knight (2010, 745) observes, “the Japanese group tour seems to approximate quite 

closely to ‘McDonaldized tourism’” (see Ritzer 1993)  

During my leisure time I like to take it easy. Yet, given the traffic and the weather reports 

(word had it that it would be partly sunny on the summit in the very early morning) it made sense 

to get up and go after just a few z’s. So, much to my chagrin, I stepped outside the hut at an 

inhumane 1:05am, switched on my headlamp, and re-joined the rocky trail. The trail up Mount 

Fuji—it must be observed—isn’t the best thing for your feet. Since you are invariably walking 

on lava, the trail’s best moments are the few stretches when the ground is compact and free of 

lava dust, but for the most part walking is a tough battle with small pebbles that sink under your 

feet and then odiously hop inside your boots with every step (I did forget my gaiters), and larger 



uneven rocks that beg for your ankles to just sprain once and for all. To compensate, park 

wardens have designed a few areas where cement-like stairways make the unrelenting ascent 

easier, especially around stations. And due to the disorienting lack of vegetation, myriad yellow 

pointing arrows have been painted by the same staff on larger boulders to make navigation easy. 

Though the easy thing, to be honest, is really just to put your head down and stay in the queue. 

This strategy worked perfectly well even in the middle of the night, when people’s colorful 

headlamp lights conveniently brightened the trail all the way to the summit. 

Once past the ninth station the wind picked up and the temperature dropped near 0°C 

(32°F). About one hiker out of four at that point had started to make use of gloves and hand-held 

oxygen bottles. If I hadn’t been accustomed to the Fujian atmosphere of convenience by that 

point, I would have found the practice of consuming supplementary oxygen below 6,000m 

quixotic, to say the least. Yet, it made perfect sense on Mount Fuji: a fitting tool perfectly 

coherent with the barbecue grills, hot pots, and the brightly neon-lit vending machines and shops 

adorning the much-longed-for summit. On top of Japan at 4:15 in the morning I almost decided 

to fully take in the smorgasbord of convenience myself and lined up for the pay-phone, but 

instead I opted to think of home by nostalgically searching for some peace, quiet, and solitude on 

the far end of the wide crater—a relatively short walk apparently out of the reach of spent 

oxygen canister users. After that, it was time to head back to the city—provided I had actually 

ever left it in the first place. Conveniently, the traffic down the mountain was channeled into a 

dedicated trail which I descended in three hours, and after re-arranging my return bus trip I was 

back “home” in Tokyo, customarily, for supper time. 

 

Conclusion: Doing Research More-than-representationally 



Throughout this chapter I have argued for the usefulness of non-representational theory for our 

understanding of the atmosphere of Mount Fuji, as experienced during that summer weekend 

“event.” Like all the other approaches discussed in this book, non-representational theory is not a 

macro-theoretical perspective. The non-representationalist does not study something like the 

atmosphere of Mount Fuji by doing archival research from a distance or by criticizing the alleged 

politico-economic collusion between nature-based tourism operators, park administrators, and 

the state. Though those things may inform contextual understanding too, as a dyed-in-the-wool 

ethnographer I view non-representational theory’s focus on practices, affects, and assemblages as 

the perfect excuse to go on the field and climb a mountain myself to see with my own eyes, ears, 

and feet what’s going on. Yet, non-representational approaches try to do more than just excavate 

meaning.  

Most “micro” theoretical perspectives view the individual as a bequeather of meaning 

and therefore focus their methodological approaches on deconstructing how social agents go 

about attaching significance to the world. A representationalist approach, like a social 

constructionist one, for example, might tackle the significance of climbing on Mount Fuji by 

interviewing hikers in an attempt to understand how they attribute meaning to the mountain and 

the practices unfolding therein. I purposefully did not do this. While I could have also conducted 

formal interviews—and, as a matter of fact, in other research projects of mine inspired by more-

than-representational theory for this particular project I wanted to dedicate my exclusive 

attention to the observation of embodied practices. By doing so, I believe, I was able to focus on 

how climbers relate to the mountain as a background of their activities.  

 Non-representational research is first and foremost relational research. As I mentioned 

before, one of the most important research subjects of non-representational theory are 



backgrounds. These are notoriously difficult things to be insightful about. Backgrounds are the 

most deeply taken-for-granted filaments of our existence. They are the brick and mortar that 

comprise the structure of our ways of life. They are the shadows that follow us with every step. 

We are not necessarily unaware of backgrounds but it takes an enormous amount of critical 

imagination, heightened awareness, and insightful reflection to become somewhat insightful 

about them. Interview questions, in my experience, have never worked well at getting anything 

beyond cliché observations about research subjects like atmospheric backgrounds. Backgrounds, 

I find, are better examined by focusing on actions, on performances, on practices. A good way to 

sensitize ourselves to the significance of practices is to ask ourselves: “how else could they 

unfold?”, “how else could one act?”, and “how else could things work?” Throughout this essay, 

by constantly referring to how things were different on the West Coast Trail, I have attempted to 

make sense of the atmosphere on Mount Fuji. 

 Now, the focus of this book is on micro theoretical perspectives, and it might seem 

strange for a contributor to this book to urge caution against methodological individualism. But 

caution is necessary and what I especially wish to urge caution against is toward the mentalism 

and the textualism of many micro theoretical orientations. Take the study of convenience, for 

example. From a non-representational perspective convenience is not so much a meaning we 

attach to something but rather a type of affect: an outcome of the capacities of individuals to 

configure sensations and material objects to work in a certain desired way. More precisely, 

convenience is best conceptualized as an affective complex: a three-dimensional set of bodily 

capacities and intensities of feeling. The first dimension is an “aesthetic sensibility” (Bissell 

2008, 1700): a judgment that comes to life through the sensing body. Something, in other words, 

isn’t just convenient. Something becomes convenient in regard to how it makes us feel when we 



use it. The second dimension is an “objective capacity” (Bissell 2008, 1700): the quality of an 

object, such a mountain hut to provide comfort. Third, convenience is an “anticipatory affective 

resonance” (Bissell 2008, page 1701): something that is not always presently felt as the outcome 

of an immediate interaction with an object, but also anticipated, planned, and acted toward. 

Convenience is, to put it in a different way, something that calls us from afar and invites us to do 

things in a certain way. Convenience is a type of affect, an openness or capacity of the body to 

affect one’s environment and be affected by it. And if that is the case then our research ought to 

focus “on the capabilities and capacities of individual bodies” and objects (Bissell 2008, 1702) 

and therefore on the manipulative, transformative activities of assemblages. This means focusing 

on what people do with things and what things do to people. It means observing, it means 

participating. Asking questions may help too, but ultimately understanding a background means 

inspecting, more than interrogating.   

Environmental sociologists, I feel, would have a lot to gain by becoming familiar with 

this perspective. Think for example of how the wilderness movement began in North America. 

When people started to realize that the convenience of cars, roads, lodges, and tourist facilities 

was stretching farther and deeper into national parks—thus dramatically altering the ecology of a 

region—activists and lawmakers began to create wilderness areas that were inconvenient to 

reach and to stay within, which kept people away (Sutter 2005). All of this meant regulating the 

assemblages of a wilderness area by controlling the practices allowed therein in order to preserve 

a certain sense of place, a certain affect, and a certain atmosphere. Convenience and comfort play 

an equally important role in shaping consumption habits and relations with an environment in 

many other important contexts. Of course, it is important to realize that non-representational or 

more-than-representational theories are not ideal for the study of every subject. As indicated 



above the theory’s focus on relations (like the rapport among hikers, and between hikers and a 

mountain), on events (like my twenty-hour climb), doings (the myriad things people do on the 

face of a mountain), and backgrounds (like the atmosphere of a place) is what made this 

particular theory efficient for me in this case. So it may or may not work for you. You will just 

have to try.     
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